All scientific publications, regardless of their type or size, have as their objectives international exchange of knowledge and new ideas. The prominent position of the Anglo-American countries in medical research is reflected by the fact that several leading medical journals are published in one of these countries. In common with the general increase in medical research, there has also been a concomitant growth in anaesthesia literature, a development which has been judged to be not necessarily beneficial [1] . The national origin of papers published in British Journal of Anaesthesia in 1991 was discussed in a recent editorial [2] , but a more detailed investigation of contributions from different countries has not been performed. Therefore, with the aid of an online database, we have analysed in greater detail the "publication output" from various countries in the four oldest anaesthetic journals with the highest impact factor (British Journal of Anaesthesia, Anaesthesia, Anesthesia and Analgesia and Anesthesiology).
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METHODS
We used the database, Embase (Excerpta Medica), via the online service Dialog (Palo Alto, CA, U.S.A.). A typical Embase database record contains article title, author's name, journal title, publication year, and, in contrast with other databases (i.e. Sci, Medline), the first author's country of origin. For this study, we chose the 5-yr period 1987-1991.
Because every database input contains some erroneous entries or omissions which must be corrected or completed by the editors, we studied a representative sample for this margin of error and determined it for about 1 % of all records. Using Boolean operations, we surveyed the period 1987-1991 for the total number of publications and their distribution from each country. In addition, the Medline database (1987-1991) was used to determine the percentage of "journal articles" for the journals included in the evaluation. The individual "national publication output" was computed by dividing the total number of publications by the total population of each country. inhabitants resulted in a high publication output for relatively small countries (table II) .
RESULTS
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DISCUSSION
Leading medical journals have an international circulation and are important vehicles for fast communication and dispersion of the latest scientific achievements. Moreover, the international reputation in research of individual countries is influenced by the total output of publications of scientific work, particularly in journals with high impact factors. We have chosen to study the four anaesthesia journals that currently have the highest impact factors, assuming that anaesthetic authors of all nationalities strive to publish their work in these particular journals. However, because of the data available from online databases, we cannot consider the relevance and importance of such publications. This may be only of minor importance as the quality of contributions should be maintained by the peer review process of these journals. As expected, publications from American and British authors play a prominent role in the total number and in the proportion of publications in all four journals investigated. Interestingly, the proportion of American authors in British Journal of Anaesthesia and Anaesthesia was much lower than would be expected according to the proportion of American publications in the total number of publications; the proportion of British papers published in Anesthesia and Analgesia and Anesthesiology was also surprisingly low. In the journals Anesthesia and Analgesia, Anesthesiology and Anaesthesia, the number of contributions from other than native authors was less than 30 % for the period covered by the study, whereas almost hah 0 of all contributions to British Journal of Anaesthesia were from non-British authors.
Contrary to the widespread opinion that smaller nations are less capable of achieving high scientific output, we found that small countries were very active in the field of science and that, when taking their population into account, they were well capable of competing with larger nations. The recent publication of the abstracts of the founding congress of the European Society of Anaesthesiologists sug-gests that the input of the smaller countries into the international arena of scientific communication will be enhanced in the future [3] . The small proportion of contributions from the European industrial nations (France, Germany, Italy) to international anaesthetic journals may be attributed to the fact that these countries publish anaesthesia journals in their national languages. Contributions to these journals, however, are not cited frequently, as the English language has become the undisputed standard language for publications in the field of science [4, 5] . In contrast with this, Scandinavian countries and Israel are traditionally more orientated towards English, which might account for the relatively large number of publications in Anglo-American journals compared with their populations. One should also take into account that many young investigators undertake foreign fellowships, particularly in the United States, and publish their work under their current foreign address. Therefore, the real number of "non-national" contributions to the four leading anaesthesia journals may be underestimated.
